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This book is based on a research project that explored how 
young men and women use alcohol as they move from their 
mid teens through to their late twenties. This period of life 
is sometimes referred to as ‘the transition to adulthood’. We 
wanted to find out more about young people’s experiences of 
drinking during this time in their lives. To explore this in a 
dynamic way, we conducted eight activity based focus groups 
with young adults aged between 16–30.
    
During the activities, participants drew and created visual 
materials in the form of t-shirts, comic strips and speech 
bubbles. These materials provide a rich insight into young 
adults’ alcohol use. They are raw and authentic because they 
come directly from the young adults themselves. We believe 
these representations are powerful in a way that is difficult 
to capture in words alone. Because of this, we decided to put 
together this book to showcase the young men and women’s 
representations of alcohol, through their eyes. 
More information about the research is available in the 
companion report, Creating better stories: Alcohol and gender 
in transitions to adulthood. A briefing paper or a shortened 
version of the report is also available from the Glasgow Centre 
for Population Health website.
www.gcph.co.uk/genderandalcohol
Who is this book for?
Alcohol through our eyes is about young adults’ alcohol use. 
The materials featured here were created by young adults. 
We hope that other young adults will be able to relate to this 
book and use it to open up space for reflection and discussion 
about their own experiences of alcohol. It may also be useful 
for those who work with young people and those involved in 
making decisions about young people and their alcohol use.
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Who took part?
Fifty young adults took part in the focus groups, made up 
of 24 women and 26 men. So that we could compare young 
men and women’s views and experiences, we had separate 
groups for males and females. In total, we conducted eight 
focus groups. People were put into a group with other men/
women of a similar age and social background. We focused on 
two age ranges: 16–18 and 25–30. We did this so that we would 
hear from people at different points in their transitions to 
adulthood.
10
The focus groups were based around two activities. 
Activity 1 – The t-shirt 
Participants worked in pairs to design a t-shirt. They were 
given a life-sized t-shirt and lots of different coloured pens. 
On the front of the t-shirt, we asked them to draw or write 
positive things about alcohol. On the back, we asked them 
to draw or write negative things about alcohol. Then on the 
sleeves, we asked them to identify things that might make 
young people drink less alcohol. This led to an open group 
discussion about what they liked and disliked about alcohol, 
as well as their thoughts on how young people’s drinking could 
be reduced.  
Activity 2 – The comic strip
Participants created comic strips and/or speech bubbles based 
on their views and experiences of alcohol during the transition 
to adulthood. They were asked to do one comic strip drawing 
to represent their drinking experiences as a 16–18 year old, 
and one to represent drinking as a 25–30 year old. We then 
asked participants to talk through their drawings with the 
rest of the group. This opened up space for more discussion 
amongst participants. They asked each other questions 
and talked about their experiences in greater depth and 
detail. This allowed us to pick up on different thoughts and 
viewpoints within the group, as well as identify experiences 
they had in common. 
All of the focus group discussions were audio recorded and 
then transcribed. This was important so that we had an 
accurate record of what the participants had said during the 
t-shirt and comic strip activities. With the transcripts, we 
were able to capture the participants’ own voices and the 
language they used to talk about alcohol.    
The next couple of sections of this book are dedicated to 
examples of participants’ visual materials: their t-shirts and 
comic strips. Parts of the transcripts are also included, to 
give a flavour of what participants themselves said during 
the focus group discussions. To protect the identities of our 
participants, names and other identifying features have been 
changed or removed.
Focus group activities
12 13
The 
t–shirt 
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We provided refreshments to create an informal and 
open environment.
Toolkit
The 
comic 
strip
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“Also the socialising aspect of it, it gives you 
confidence to open up maybe. You know you’re a bit 
shy at that age and like if you’re drinking it kind of 
gives you confidence.”
“If I was sober in a nightclub trying to dance I would 
feel like a big fat flump.”
“Your confidence might shine through a wee bit 
more, like if you’ve had a drink obviously maybe 
you can let loose a bit more, you can show parts of 
your personality you wouldn’t normally see shining 
through as much on day to day, they will maybe 
come out a bit more when you’ve been drinking.”
“I don’t like going out sober because I’m not very 
confident. So, it just kind of gives me that wee 
confidence boost to go out dressed the way I am and 
stuff and kind of go out dancing basically.”   
Confidence
“You get confidence, you open up, you, I don’t 
know, talk to each other more I guess. When 
you’re young you find that difficult I guess, a 
little bit so maybe drinking kind of eases the 
atmosphere a little bit.”
“Just when you’re out and, well I don’t really 
go to the dancing, but if you’re in the pub 
with your friends and stuff and I’m not very 
chatty to people I don’t really know, I kind 
of stick to my friends. But if I’m having a 
drink I would be more inclined to talk to 
people I didn’t know, but I’m not, I wouldn’t go 
deliberately out my way to get drunk to be 
confident. But when I do drink I do feel more 
confident, it’s not why I drink though.”
 


John
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Friendship
“It helps you relax, it’s a good chance to catch 
up with friends and socialise. It makes you more 
confident. It can make some people more friendly 
and more sociable.”
“It’s how we show our love, getting absolutely 
steaming and then looking after each other. It’s how 
we show our appreciation for each other.”
“If my friends were going out and I would, say I have 
got work the next day. And they are like, ‘just come 
out, just come out’ and you go, ‘ah, I’ll just forget 
about working, I’ll just deal with it tomorrow.’”
Friendship
“I don’t see my friends as often as I did before 
because of the life changes and things, and 
my group of friends has sort of split up. But 
if I hadn’t seen a friend in ages we’d maybe 
meet up for drinks, maybe go to a wine bar 
or go out for lunch or go out for drinks at 
night. That’s sort of what we do if we’re going 
to catch up, well rather than go for a coffee 
or go shopping, you know, it’ll be, ‘lets go to 
the pub.’ Not to get drunk but just to chill out, 
usually with wine.”
“By the end of high school I knew everyone 
and was mates with everyone, but like 
second or third year, I barely knew anybody. 
So alcohol really does become a social 
aspect and you really start knowing people 
more because of that. And that is when 
all the shy people come out of their shells 
because they’ve had a wee bit alcohol, a wee 
bit of drink.”
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Gender
“If I was in a relationship and with my partner, yeah, 
I wouldn’t want to be drunk in front of him or be out 
of control or anything. I wouldn’t want to embarrass 
him by my behaviour by being drunk or anything 
like that, whereas I don’t think men would care. They 
would expect you to pick them up at the end of the 
night and make sure they got home ok.”
“Aye, men can’t express to their friends the way 
they’re feeling or anything. But I think the thing is as 
well, take my brother for example, if he has a drink at 
night and he’s rough the next day he knows his wife’s 
there to get up with the kids, he doesn’t have to deal 
with it. She has a drink and she’s rough, she has got 
to get up with the kids so she would think well I don’t 
really want to do that.”   
“The girls I know they will drink more than the guys 
right now, because they’re still like on the kind of 
easing off if you know what I mean, where the guys 
have eased off drink.” 
Gender
“Like some of them are still drinking as much 
as they were when they were seventeen 
because they can get away with it, because 
they’re girls and girls will get looked after 
more than guys. If I saw a young girl I would 
try to make sure she’s alright.”
“See the thing again about don’t leave your 
drink down, see if it’s a house party and 
stuff if a guy’s like ‘Oh I will go and get you 
a drink’, make sure you see the drink being 
made, even though you can see the bar staff 
doing it or if you are in some room of a house 
party. If you went back to someone’s house 
after a night out just make sure you can see 
him pour the drink or see someone pour the 
drink, so you know that they’re not putting 
something more into it or putting a lot more 
alcohol into it than you want.”
Gary
Gary
Gary
Steve
Steve
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Nights out
you’re in and what’s going on around you. 
Like the whole thing about having to make an 
effort, you kind of have to think about ‘oh, ok 
forget about it, let’s just dance’, if some little 
thing annoys you whereas if you’re drunk 
everything’s just like ‘ooh’, you like don’t 
notice it.”
“You have an awful hangover, headache, 
puking, bleurgh. You always feel like bloated 
and ugly and feel like crap the next day. 
Um, and the night before you can get 
emotionally drunk and just flood like tears 
all night, have a crap night and crying in the 
toilets, all that crap.” 
“Embarrassed about what you’ve said as well. 
Like if you’ve phoned someone or spoke to 
someone face to face. And you don’t know 
what you said, that’s kind of embarrassing 
as well.”
“On Facebook that’s all I see, like ‘oh I’m so 
hungover’, this and that. Everyone is quick to 
post ‘rough’ on a Sunday morning.”
“I think also the fact that, for example, (…) if you 
start getting ready at 7pm probably is you’re 
meeting people by 9pm. So from 9 o’clock to 3am 
you spend a full night socialising and meeting 
people rather than if like you go to the cinemas for 
two hours, you’ve got dressed for like such a short 
space of time.” 
“I think the bad thing about house parties as well if 
you going to buy from the off license you are not 
going to buy one can. You are going to buy a pack 
and you are probably going to finish that pack 
because it’s there, if you know what I mean.”
“In your younger years, yes, you know, there is 
a kind of peer pressure thing that’s going round 
that everyone wants to be at the same level and a 
typical example of that is if you come to a party late 
you’ve got to catch up, which normally ends in dire 
consequences for that person.”
“I think, see if you’re sober and you’re out, I 
sometimes don’t mind it and sometimes I’ll be 
like ‘this is grand, so much fun, everyone else is 
absolutely smashed’, but then there’s some nights I’ll 
be like ‘oh my god, I’m so bored, every little thing’s 
annoying me’. It just again depends on what mood 
Nights out
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Health
Is drinking safer or are drugs safer?
“I think smoking green is safer.”
Why’s that?
“Because you’re sitting in your house and 
you’re not going to start fighting. If they 
legalised cannabis then you know what I 
mean you wouldn’t see any.”
You wouldn’t see any what?
“There’d be less fighting.
There wouldn’t be but, if every **** just 
smoked green man, there’d be no fighting.”
“I’m more aware of the health aspects as well now. 
When I was 18 I was invincible and at 28, I’m not 
invincible and I know that now.” 
“Mainly health, it could be anything from hangovers 
to beer bellies, anti-social behaviour, the way people 
act towards us and the way we act towards other 
people, and that includes poor judgement to making 
bad decisions.”
“That could stop people drinking I think, groups like 
this and I think you get taught just briefly at school 
about drugs but nobody tells you how bad alcohol is 
and it kills more people in Britain than drugs. So they 
need to get it across to school kids how bad it is.”
Health
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Parents
“You want your child to fit in though. I mean 
my sister has just moved school, my mum’s 
saying ‘if I don’t let her go out with her 
friends she won’t make friends’. But then 
the people she’s hanging out with, they are 
drinking and she doesn’t drink then she won’t 
have any friends any way, so either way 
you want your child to be happy and stuff. 
Obviously it’s dangerous but if that makes 
them have friends and hang about with 
friends then where’s the line, where do you 
stop it, stop it at all so they don’t have any 
friends or let them go out and get like that? 
You can’t win. It’s hard.” 
“My mum and dad have a better social 
life than I do. Like they have parties and 
get drunk and stay up to all hours in the 
morning so I don’t think that necessarily 
you’re going to change as you get older. 
Maybe more responsible and you might 
understand what you’re doing and putting 
it into your body, make you think a bit more, 
but I don’t necessarily think you are going to 
hit 10 o’clock at night and think right time 
for my bed, I need to go home, I’ve got work 
on Monday.” 
“Your home’s a controlled environment when you’re 
young from whatever, 16 or under. So either you’ve 
got to sneak out and do it against their will or you do 
it with their permission. And my experience was, you 
know, having a bottle of wine, my mum would give 
me half a glass or my dad or whatever, and just take 
it from there. And then you know watching a movie, 
you’d be given a can of lager but it was all quite 
controlled and you know, it wasn’t. It was just sitting 
down having a drink, it wasn’t a party atmosphere 
or anything so it was quite tame. I think you’ve got 
to introduce your kids to alcohol and I think my 
folks had their theory that they would like to be in 
control of that rather than growing up and letting me 
discover it for myself.”
“My mum and dad don’t drink so drink was never 
about my house and I don’t know if it was one of the 
reasons why I just, when I went out that first time 
I got so drunk. But I know people whose mum and 
dads let them have a beer when they were watching 
the football or whatever and they’re usually the 
ones that take alcohol a bit better, like they don’t go 
out and get absolutely steaming. So I think maybe 
the attitude your parents have, can change it a bit, 
especially when you’re a teenager, if your mum and 
dad are hard line against alcohol you will want to go 
out and get drunk just to rebel.”” 
Parents
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Risks
I’ve been in prison 3 times for just drinking 
and carrying knives and just being an idiot 
basically, and I was, I’m still homeless now 
but I’m in a resettlement centre but I’ve been 
homeless for 3 years and that’s through 
drink and I’ve been in hospital. I had a 
perforated ulcer. 
You will have like a pal who will go out and 
get drunk and he’s just that guy. He is really 
nice but as soon as he starts to drink he 
will either be verbally and he will just start 
getting into a fight with you or he might try 
and get physically violent.
Girls can end up in a fight quite easily over 
silly things, I’ve seen girls fighting. I mean 
I’ve seen girls fighting because they were 
wearing the same top at a house party. Like 
quite honestly, ‘you’ve got the same top as 
me’ skelp, that’s it’. It all kicks off from that.
“I don’t let it worry me too much. I just go out and 
enjoy myself. I wouldn’t wait on a taxi myself or 
anything, I always make sure I’m with friends, but it’s 
not at the forefront of my mind on the night out that 
I have to look after myself and be careful.”
“I don’t like to leave my drink, so I would rather leave 
a glass of water than a drink because I know I can 
always get another glass of water. One time I think 
I got my drink spiked and (…) you know that way I 
hadn’t left it down so I don’t know how, but no, I know 
when to stop.”
 
“I don’t really like being with boys when they’re drunk 
because they just get really angry and argue with 
each other.”
Risks
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Scottish culture
“Fair enough it’s lower in other countries, but 
if you lowered it here I don’t think people can 
be trusted to be allowed to go out and drink 
at like the age of 15/16. Because they’ll just 
take advantage of it, whereas like he was 
saying, in France and stuff they have been 
brought up that way and they are not going 
to go out and just get drunk.”
“I don’t know what it’s like in your circles, if 
you find that everyone talks about drink. 
In my life, in my work, in my social life, 
going to the local shop, everybody is talking 
about drinking.” 
“It’s Saturday night, I’ve worked hard all week 
so I’m going to have a glass of wine...”
“People are ignorant towards it, because it’s socially 
acceptable, because you go to a Christening or you 
go to a funeral and it’s our culture. At 12 o’clock it’s 
not even about the baby being christened it’s just 
‘I’m going to go and get drunk.’” 
“There is a guy who has turned up to my work and 
he is a diehard Rangers fan. And just every Rangers-
Celtic game it’s absolutely normal that he will turn 
up steaming. And honestly, it’s allowed it is actually 
acceptable.” 
“Being a backpacker that’s all everyone does is drink.
Australians, they’d actually quite a big culture, they 
drink quite a lot by the way. Just as bad as here.”
Scottish Culture
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Getting older
“Nowadays I can see my Saturday nights 
sitting in just watching X Factor or Britain’s 
Got Talent or something, whereas before I was 
in the pub every Saturday night. And I think, 
because the two of us, like myself and my 
fiancé, the two of us are quite happy doing 
that. I think, I couldn’t actually nail down an 
actual point where I said, ‘right, I’m not going 
to go to the pub anymore, I’m just going to 
stay in on Saturday nights’. I think it just kind 
of happened naturally with us because we’ve 
really got things to pay and we need to be 
careful with our money and things like that.”
“I used to go through various alcohol binge 
drinking and the same with other substances. 
And only after a while, when I was just sick 
of hangovers or feeling rotten the next day 
and you know, you’d kind of wipe off days of 
your life with a hangover or whatever. I just 
thought yeah, there’s a bit more to what I want 
to be getting out of life than bingeing on a 
Friday, then not being able to do anything 
on a Saturday or Sunday and all of a sudden, 
you know, you’re back into work. And all of a 
sudden you realise you’re 3 or 4 years older 
and I made that personal choice that that’s not 
how I want to be living my life.”
“I think clubbing, like once you hit 23 you can’t be 
seen in a club ever again (laughs). It’s just, you don’t 
want to be that creepy older guy in a club, do you 
know what I mean? You need to go because you’ve 
only got like 5 years to do it.”
“The wee voice in your head is no longer saying ‘you 
have to fit in’. I am probably more secure in myself 
as a person and in my relationships with my friends 
that I don’t have to please them. I can, if I want to, go 
home and I don’t care what they think.”
“I like knowing that I’ve experienced it all like 
personally now. There is some stuff that I’ve done 
and it’s like I’ll never do that again. But I feel like until 
you actually do it you are not really going to know 
and you will always have that wonder, like ‘oh, what 
if whenever I was young if I’d have tried that I would 
have known’. And I’m glad that I have tried it and 
experienced it all for myself.”
“I think as you get older you think more about the 
consequences as well, when you are younger you 
think you are invincible and you can drink for three 
days in a row and still make work, college or whatever. 
But now we’re older with jobs and things you can’t be 
drunk all the time, you have got to get up and go to 
work and whatnot.”
Getting Older
Claire M
att
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A Drinks Diary is a personal record of 
your alcohol consumption over a weekly 
period.
This drinks diary has been designed to 
encourage you to think more about 
alcohol use, from a personal viewpoint. 
We hope it will help you to think about 
how you relate to alcohol and whether it 
is good for your wellbeing.
Simply tear out the drinks diary and fill 
in each of the sections over the course 
of a week. There is space for you to 
describe where you were drinking, 
what you were drinking, your feelings 
beforehand, and the effects that the 
alcohol had. After you’ve filled it in, what 
are your thoughts? What else might you 
spend the same money on? How else 
could you socialise with your friends? 
You may want to ask what  your friends 
think.
Feel free to copy, email, distribute and 
use as you wish.
Weekly Drinks Diary
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Active participants
The activities were effective in stimulating and opening up 
further discussion amongst the groups. Participants asked 
each other questions, joked together and opened up about 
their narratives, based on what they had drawn. The set up 
meant that each participant was an active participant in the 
focus group, with everyone contributing and sharing his or her 
experiences and insights. The visual materials acted almost 
like a trigger and were particularly helpful when participants 
found it difficult to express themselves verbally. It enabled 
participants to share their experiences in a less pressurised 
way. For example, one of the older male participants, having 
drawn a comic strip, asked not to talk through his experience 
with the group. Without the visual materials, we would not 
have gained an insight into the way his relationship with 
alcohol had changed over time. Another group found it 
difficult to speak about their experiences with alcohol but 
easier to draw. Their drawings then opened up a dialogue for 
open discussion with the rest of the group.
Putting participants at ease about drawing activities
So that participants would know what to expect, they 
were told that the focus groups would be activity based 
beforehand. In some groups, a small number of participants 
expressed that they were not confident about their drawing 
capabilities. In the actual groups, we overcame this by being 
enthusiastic and reassuring them that we were not judging 
their drawing skills at all and that they could draw stickmen
if that was easier. They were also given the option of doing 
a speech bubble instead, if they preferred, to capture a key 
quote of their alcohol experience instead of drawing the 
comic strip.
Using visual materials 
in the project
Having creative activity based focus groups worked in 
different ways. Each of the focus groups lasted for about two 
hours. The activities helped to break this time up into more 
manageable and varied chunks that kept participants (and 
us!) interested and focused. 
 
Opting for a more activity based set up, however, did mean that 
a lot of preparation, time and effort had to go into designing 
and planning the focus groups. It involved generating lots of 
different ideas and we went ‘back to the drawing board’ on 
more than one occasion. We developed, tested out and gained 
feedback on the different ideas, so that we could work out what 
would be most effective in this particular focus group setting. 
We feel this set up was a key strength of the research. Some of 
the specific advantages are highlighted it the sections below.
Creating a relaxed atmosphere
The feeling was that the activities allowed individuals within 
the focus groups to feel more at ease, making the atmosphere 
more relaxed and less formal. We provided refreshments for 
participants, which were also valuable in establishing an 
informal and friendly environment. The intention was to make 
a more communicable space for participants, so that they felt 
comfortable in opening up and talking about alcohol use. 
 
At the beginning of the focus group, working in smaller 
groups for the t-shirt activity was especially useful in easing 
participants into the group setting; exploring ideas, picking up 
a pen, drawing, writing, discussing, and then speaking to the 
group about their creations. They perhaps felt less ‘put on the 
spot’ because they had discussed ideas with each other before 
sharing them with the wider group. 
Websites
Alcohol Focus Scotland
www.alcohol-focus-scotland.org.uk
Drinkaware
www.drinkaware.co.uk
 
The Greater Easterhouse Alcohol 
Awareness Programme
www.geaap.com/
Play Safe in Glasgow
http://css.dev2.999design.com/
playsafe/whats_new.html
Scottish Health Action on Alcohol 
Problems
www.shaap.org.uk/
The Institute of Alcohol Studies
www.ias.org.uk/
Joseph Rowntree Foundation’s 
Alcohol Programme
www.jrf.org.uk/work/workarea/alcohol
Further reading
Swimming with 
Crocodiles: The 
Culture of Extreme 
Drinking / edited by 
Marjana Martinic 
& Fiona Measham
Binge Britain: 
Alcohol and the 
national response / 
by Martin Plant & 
Moira Plant
Hangover Square / 
by Patrick Hamilton 
The Tears that Made 
the Clyde / 
by Carol Craig
Rain in my Heart / 
by Paul Watson  
(access via) YouTube 
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Note:  All links correct at time of going to press. GCPH cannot be held 
responsible for the content of external sites or publications.
The use of visual materials within the analysis
The materials produced by participants provided another
source of information, one that was authentic and raw. Being 
able to refer back to the visual materials was a great help 
throughout the analysis process. Having these materials 
opened up possibilities for us, to present the research in a 
more varied, visual and accessible way. Producing this book 
adds a rich dimension to the study by illustrating how the 
young adults themselves represented drinking during the 
transitions to adulthood.  
This book is published in 
parallel with the report 
Creating better stories: 
Alcohol and gender in 
transitions  
to adulthood 
authored by
Pete Seaman
Fiona Edgar
The report 
can be downloaded 
from
www.gcph.co.uk/
genderandalcohol
Photography
Colin Gray
Design
After the News
Published
March 2012 
in an edition of 250
ISBN 978-1-907349-05-8
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of this book.
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